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Environmentally friendly design, sometimes called sustainable design or green design, has become a 

topic of great social and financial significance. Companies are beginning to discover the benefit and the 

necessity of buying and using more ecofriendly products and services. Although the term green refers 

specifically to the environment, true sustainable design considers the social and financial effect on a 

product as well as its effect of the environment. From a designer or engineer's perspective, sustainable 

design takes the entire product life cycle into account, from creation to disposal, during the initial design 

of the product. The success of a product is measured by its ability to balance financial, environmental, 

and social factors.1 

 

As with other industries, the medical industry has incentive to push towards greener, more sustainable 

products. The United States alone produces more than 6600 tons of medical waste per day, totaling well 

over 2 million a year. Although a portion of that waste must be incinerated because of biohazards, about 

85% need not be. Additionally, there is financial motive. Healthcare facilities in the United States spend 

more than $130 million annually to move, store, and incinerate their waste.2 In an effort to reduce such 

costs, many hospitals and group purchasing organizations (GPOs) have adopted a preference for eco-

friendly products, specifically PVC-free, mercury-free, and lead-free products. The significant buying 

power of both hospitals and GPOs will likely help drive the medical device industry to reduce packaging 

materials, design products for disassembly and recyclability, and support end-of-life product reclamation 

programs.  

 

However, on the flip side of things, approximately 90% of medical device waste consists of disposable, 

one-time-use products or components.3 Although it may seem like a simple fix to solve the problem by 

reducing the number of disposable components, many manufacturers find it difficult to do that from 

both a fiscal and a safety point of view. Firstly, a significant portion of medical device manufacturers 

generate the bulk of their revenue from the sale of disposable products and adherence to this business 

model is advanced by the risks associated with hazardous medical waste, biological contamination 

(specifically cross contamination from patient to patient), and the high cost of product sterilization and 
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reprocessing. Further concerns conflicting with the quick transition to more sustainable design come 

directly from designers and engineers. As the medical device industry is heavily regulated already and 

products must comply with strict FDA guidelines as it is, sustainable practices can be seen as hampering 

material choice and impeding innovation. Furthermore, the possibility of legal liability and lengthy 

product development cycles has also slowed the adoption of sustainable practices in the medical device 

industry.  
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